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Introduction 
 Foucault’s panopticon reveals an inspiring vision for reexamining the physical bodies ruled 
and controlled by authorities. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault argues that the punishments of the 
bodies changed from sentences to normative behaviours, appearing to be more civilized yet prob-
lematic, exhibiting further control by authorities on prisoners that penetrate their daily lives for a 
longer period instead of one-time execution or punishment . Similarly, this sense of control and 1
body politics penetrate every aspect of society. Among issue of class, race, one crucial control 
would be the binary standards of gender, excused by the public, the society, and personal relations. 
In patriarchic societies, female bodies are represented as distinctively different from male bodies, 
acknowledged as biological differences. Yet it remains controversial for many that whether these 
differences are entirely biological or cultural construction, or somewhere in between. Moreover, 
normative behaviour for one gender might be dramatically different in another society. How the 
body intertwined with politics and power had since been a stimulating field for contemporary art 
practice. Artists have been exploring the issues of gender and politics in various media including 
performance, body, video, painting, sculpture, etc. Contemporary art as a powerful discourse also 
spread to China after the Economic Reform in 1979. 
 In 2019, Monica Merlin published a series of articles on contemporary Chinese art that ar-
gues that gender still matters in contemporary Chinese art . Indeed, Chinese contemporary art world 2
remains a male-dominated space. Yet, Gender discourse in China is deemed by many as rather 
complex, far away from the feminist context in the West. As explained by Li Xiaojiang, Chinese 
woman history has a unique socialist past. Mao’s China once ‘liberated’ woman from gender in-
 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977).1
 Monica Merlin, ”Gender (still) Matters in Chinese Contemporary Art," Journal of Contemporary Chinese 2
Art 6, no. 1 (2019): 5-15.
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equity and the ‘backward’ federal society with the aim of social revolution. Yet, the backwardness 
of the traditional Chinese society was utilized largely by the RPC as propaganda to political aims. It 
could be argued that the liberation of women, half of the sky, was also a crucial part of this propa-
ganda, to draw women into the revolution forces. This liberation was nothing identical to the con-
cept of liberty usually associated feminism in a western context.  In other words, equal rights was 3
not something women strived for, but given all of a sudden by the other half of the sky, men.  
 In addition, the issue of gender is further complicated by post-colonial discourse that critizes 
western feminism as the global truth and sole representation for women. The centre of this dis-
course makes it a ‘western import.’ It has been criticised by many post-colonial feminist theorists of 
western supremacist feminists’s ignorance of other geographical and cultural women groups and 
their colonial presumptions about the other women as backwards.  Li Xiaojiang and scholars alike 4
rejects the simple importation of western feminist theories and proposes the local. She argues how 
western feminist theories fail to gain recognition in China since woman used to believe in a much 
broader concept of rights, which are human rights, while feminists limiting the liberation to scope 
the female can be regarded as minor to Chinese woman.  Not to mention feminism in china is very 5
restricted to middle upper class woman that are probably educated in the west. It is a discourse that 
excludes the large amount of working woman in the countrysides and factories. 
 Due to the complicated context in China, according to Liao Wen, a well-known female cura-
tor who started to be active in the 80s, woman artists after the revolution period turned to portray 
 Tani E Barlow, “Socialist Modernization and the Market Feminism of Li Xiaojiang,” in The Question of 3
Women in Chinese Feminism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004): 253-301.
 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” in Gender Space Architec4 -
ture: An Interdisciplinary Introduction, by Iain Borden,  Barbara Penner and Jane Rendell (London: Rout-
ledge, 1999): 69-71.
 Barlow, “Socialist Modernization and the Market Feminism of Li Xiaojiang,” 2004, pp. 253-301.5
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‘femininity’ as a way to reclaim their rights to be women.  One the one hand, China has its uniquely 6
defined feminist art: according to Li Xinmo, “feminist art is misinterpreted as the art of women. 
Whenever the gender is female, art related to women is classified as feminist art. Feminine art then 
replaced feminist art. And most of Chinese feminine art has been reduced to feminine art.”  A per7 -
fect example of this redefinition of feminism in Chinese context is an art exhibition Women’ Ap-
proach to Chinese Contemporary Art in 1995, curated by Liao Wen. Highlight ‘femininity’ in artis-
tic creations, Liao Wen claims to have found common characteristics in these women’s works, “for 
women’s work, the physical and the emotional experience plays an important role, their work often 
represents their reaction towards their existential surrounding.”  Likewise, Liao Wen continues in 8
another publication Feminine Art — Feminism as a Way in 1999, “what feminine method suggests 
and explores is the female artist's focus, feelings and language expression in artistic creation, which 
is different from the male-dominated publicized method.”  Liao Wen continues to attribute female 9
artists the preference for soft materials like spread, cloth and cotton because of their closeness to 
nature. This could be argued to be gender essentialism in the disguise of feminism, which reinforces 
gender differences rather than dissolving the binary. As Li Xinmo argues, highlighting femininity in 
the arts might seem radical in the context, yet undoubtedly aggravates the marginalization of female 
art.  One the other hand, ‘feminism’ became increasingly stigmatized in mass media and often 10
avoided by women artists who are based mainly in China, even artists who criticize patriarchy 
 Asia Art Archive, “Interview with Liao Wen on Chinese contemporary art in the 1980s,” Youtube video, 6
2007, accessed March 22, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UDVmHLryDh4.
 Li Xinmo, “Zhongguo nvxing zhuyi yishu piping yu shijian pingshu” 中国⼥性主义艺术批评与实践评述 7
(Chinese Feminist Art Critiques and Practices), accessed October 29, 2019, http://www.artlinkart.com/cn/
article/overview/e3acwBop/about_by2/L/60bbxts.
 Liao Wen, Women’s Approach to Chinese Contemporary Art (Beijing: Beijing Art Museum, 1995), exhibi8 -
tion catalogue, p. 4.
 Liao Wen, “Nvxing yishu — nuxing zhuyi zuowei fangshi” ⼥性艺术——⼥性主义作为⽅式 (Feminine 9
Art — Feminism as a Way) (Jilin: 吉林美术出版社 (Jilin Arts Publisher), 1999): 8.
 Li Xinmo, “Chinese Feminist Art Critiques and Practices,” 2019.10
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prevalently in their works. As a result, this tension of feminism create controversies in the reception 
and criticism of women artists’ artworks which investigate gendered bodies and charged politics.  
 In this thesis, I will investigate various approaches that artists engage with the issue of body 
and politics, addressing the tensions between their receptions and positions. In the first chapter, 
Xiao Lu and Li Xinmo will be explored as the first generation feminist artists in China, who use 
their own bodies to address the issue of the imbalance of power in a relationship, women morality 
and ethic, and violence towards women bodies. Their bold performances are very feminist in nature 
even when some works are unconscious so, and they label themselves as feminists. They are re-
ceived very badly by the male-dominating critics in China and exhibit mostly overseas. In the sec-
ond chapter, Xiang Jing and Lin Tianmiao will be investigated. They apply the concept of women 
bodies in a slightly more abstract way, mostly in the form of sculpture and installation. They bring 
women subjectivity into the art world, yet deny being associated with feminism out of different 
causes. In the last chapter, I will discuss artists that seek to create new ways of approaching this is-
sue of body and politics. They adopt queer perspectives as alternative to heteronormativity. Ma Li-
uming is one of the earliest performance artists in China that embody queerness in his perfor-
mances, while Shen Xin engages with issue of gender with relations to other social-political issues, 
deconstructing the intricate power structures. 
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Repression and Feminist Rebellion: Performance and Feminist Activist Art 
 Bodies have become an accessible and relatable media to manifest the power relations with-
in our normalised bodily activities. Xiao Lu (b. 1962) and Li Xinmo (b. 1976) are probably the 
most well-known and controversial performance artists who are also engaged with feminist art. 
Their diverse practices have drawn on many issues of contemporary life, often applying their own 
bodies to a broader social and political context. In this chapter, I will elaborate on three key topics 
in their practices that I find relevant to the discussion of body and politics: the power relations in a 
heterosexual relationship, and the social moralities and violence towards women bodies. To carry 
out this investigation I will seek to answer the following research questions: How are female bodies 
represented in Xiao’s and Li’s work? How do these artists embody the issues of politics? Why are 
these practices badly received and what does this resistance reveal in terms of the social and politi-
cal status quo in contemporary China? 
Power Relations in a Heterosexual Relationship  
 Power relations in a heterosexual relationship can be problematically imbalanced. Relation-
ships are perhaps one of the most major social repressions of woman, who are often educated to be-
have in certain ways to objectify themselves to attract men, find a perfect husband, and be submis-
sive and enduring in a heterosexual relationship. The pressure on women to find husbands had led 
to the popularity of words such as “left-over women shengnv” in the Chinese mass media, placing 
one’s marital status as the priority in a woman’s life instead of their active engagement in politics, 
the economy, science, the arts and numerous other professional fields. The performance art of Xiao 
Lu questions these assumptions, rethinking heterosexual relationship in relation to the body. The 
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body is personal and so are Xiao’s works . Indeed, in some of her works, Xiao’s body becomes ir11 -
replaceable: “I often find that you need a woman’s body to perform because it is personal to a 
woman’s experience of the world.” 
 In 1989, two unexpected gunshots were fired by Xiao Lu into her own installation Dialogue 
during the opening of the China/Avant-Garde Exhibition in the National Art Museum, in Beijing. 
Dialogue (fig. 1.1) is composed of two phone booths with life size prints, one showing a figure of 
woman in a skirt and heels, and the other showing a figure of a man in a suit. Between these two 
booths, there is a telephone that is unusable, which is explicitly suggested by the disconnected 
wires. A lack of communication and understanding is evident, whereby the female and male repre-
sentations fail to connect by telephone.  
 Why would Lu raise a gun at her own installation? One crucial factor that may explain this 
is to actively rebel against the imbalance of power relations in heterosexual relationships. Accord-
ing to Xiao, “I did Dialogue just because at the time I felt very stifled, really quite suffocated. I had 
a boyfriend but I could not talk to him honestly about my past… I felt like we were strangers… I 
felt like I could not communicate with men.” Therefore, the gunshot could be interpreted as Lu 
shooting herself in a stifled heterosexual relationship, an act that burst out from Lu’s feeling of suf-
focation. Lu was trapped and relieved herself through the shooting. An awakening of feminist con-
sciousness was, undeniably, a fundamental driving force in Lu’s performance. Although at the time 
Lu did not necessarily identify herself as a feminist , the series of events triggered after this gun12 -
 Wendy Fang, “SWORN SISTERS: In conversation with Xiao Lu, Rose Wong, and Dr Geoff Raby,” The 11
Artling, May 30, 2018, https://theartling.com/en/artzine/sworn-sisters-in-conversation-with-xiao-lu-rose-
wong-and-dr-geoff-raby/.
 Monica Merlin, “Women Artists in Contemporary China: Xiao Lu,” Tate Research Centre: Asia, 2013, ac12 -
cessed February 21, 2018, https://www.tate.org.uk/research/research-centres/tate-research-centre-asia/
women-artists-contemporary-china/xiao-lu.
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shot paved her way into becoming an activist for women’s rights and her creation of feminist art-
work. 
 Another factor that led to Xiao to raise her gun is the ignorance of the male-dominated cura-
torial committee at the National Art Museum in Beijing. In an interview with Monica Merlin in 
2013, Xiao openly discussed her personal experiences during the exhibition’s opening, revealing 
large unexpected dimensions of her work. Xiao was very young when she was to be included in the 
exhibition, only having recently graduated from university. “At the time, I was an obscure nobody 
in their eyes, and a woman too” . Both Tang Song, another artist in the exhibition, and the organis13 -
ing committee would have prevented the shots from being fired, yet none of them paid attention to 
Xiao to do so. By chance, Xiao luckily encountered an old classmate, a photographer, who hap-
pened to be around and documented her performance. It could be argued that manipulation and ig-
norance, the two volitions Xiao experienced at the hands of her boyfriend and the male-dominated 
committee in this art exhibition, were the triggers for Xiao’s decision to shoot her own artwork. 
 Ironically the aftereffects more profoundly revealed this imbalance in power relations in a 
heterosexual relationship: The credit for this performance that was supposed to be given to Xiao 
was largely transferred to another male artist, Tang Song, who was absent during the performance 
and photography. Tang Song was also detained by the police as a result of the shooting before Xiao 
reported herself to the police. On the seventh day after the shooting, Tang Song gave Gao Minglu, 
the principle curator of the exhibition, an “declaration” in the hope that Minglu would give it to the 
police on the couple’s behalf. It was signed by both, and declared: 
“As parties to the shooting incident on the day of the opening of the China Avant-garde Ex-
hibition, we consider it a purely artistic incident. We consider that in art, there may be 
 Merlin, “Xiao Lu”, 2013.13
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artists with different understandings of society, but as artists we are not interested in poli-
tics…”  14
To a large extent, Tang Song took the initiative to define the co-authorship of this work after they 
were both arrested by the police. Whether this was a form of “protection” enforced upon Lu, the 
ambiguous “we" in this declaration remains problematic. In the 1990 television series, Xinchao 
Meishu (New Wave Art) produced by Gao Minglu, Gao still introduced Xiao as the only author of 
Dialogue and of the shooting incident.  After the fourth of June in 1989, Xiao managed to get to 15
Australia, where Tang Song later joined her as an illegal entrant. Gao found this sufficient to “con-
firm a relationship of cooperation between them.”  Ironically, it was because of this “relationship” 16
that resulted the attribution of Xiao’s work to Tang, a person who was absent during the perfor-
mance and photography. Moreover, Gao pointed out that “from then on, Xiao Lu and Tang Song 
appeared in almost all books and articles about Chinese avant-garde art as joint creators.”  Some 17
even said that Tang Song lent Xiao Lu the gun, while in reality Xiao actually borrowed it from a 
friend of hers with military background. With no exception, Gao’s 1998 catalogue Inside Out: Chi-
nese New Art made Xiao and Tang Song equal authors of the work. In other words, in this instance, 
the “relationship” that enclosed a man and a woman automatically assigned authorship to the man 
instead of the woman, a very problematic and unfair assumption that Gao probably did not realise. 
This result manifests the oppression of women’s rights in heterosexual relationships. 
 Ironically, the hypocrisy of the art world was revealed by what happened after critics 
repackaged Lu’s work into a male-centred narrative. Why repackage it? Because China/Avant-garde 
 Gao Minglu, foreword to Dialogue, by Xiao Lu, trans. Archibald McKenzie (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 14
University Press), ix.
 Ibid, x.15
 Ibid.16
 Ibid.17
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exhibition was the important exhibition in the country. It was the first time a major survey of Chi-
nese contemporary art was curated by Chinese people for contemporary Chinese artists, finally 
opening after a painful negotiation process on the 5th February, 1989, the eve of the Chinese New 
Year. Four months later, on the 4th June, the Tiananmen Square Incident occurred, an intense and 
massive protest led by students that demanded democracy and freedom in China. Yet, it was about 
only two hours after the opening of the exhibition that Lu suddenly fired two shots into Dialogue. 
This shook everyone participating in the exhibition, including the museum officials and govern-
ment, and immediately attracted widespread attention from Chinese and international media. The 
influence was immense precisely because of the importance of this exhibition and its amplification 
of the aftereffects. Hence, Xiao’s gunshots were violently defined by authoritative figures in the 
field of art as the first gunshots of the Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989. Under this interpreta-
tion, Xiao’s gunshots challenged the official authorities of the time, just as the protesting students 
later faced the massive repression from the government. Thus, this work became “undoubtedly one 
of the most iconic works in the history of Chinese contemporary art,”  while in fact it burst out of 18
Xiao in an act of rebellion against the suffocation she felt in her relationship. Therefore, the com-
plex social and political context for this act of shooting became the essential component of the art-
work itself. The historicisation of this artwork directly reflected the male-dominated rhetoric, dis-
closing the power structures in the contemporary art world. On the other hand, the discourse of fem-
inist art in China was completely dismissed by art critics, which reflected the lack of feminist crit-
ics. Xiao, being just a graduate at that time, was equipped with few approaches to respond to and 
explain her work. Although Xiao’s performance became the signature of this exhibition, her work 
remained poorly received, wrongly interpreted and her authorship undermined.  
 Ibid, viii.18
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 Hence, Lu sought to rebel once again. In the 2000s, Xiao came to Gao in an attempt to make 
it clear that she was the unique author of the work. This revision was deemed audacious and imme-
diately encountered fierce pressure and resistance by many in the arts, and Gao even revealed  that 
some female artists thought that Xiao should just keep quiet and accept reality . Xiao was accused 19
of trivialising her own work by expressing her emotion: “the same work, however, is deemed ex-
tremely meaningful and valuable when Tang Song added his political and social interpretation, say-
ing that is tested the flexibility of Chinese law… but if you change the way you talk about it, sug-
gesting that it does not involve politics or social impact, the work suddenly becomes worthless.”  20
The grand historical narrative of avant-garde Chinese contemporary art, now subverted by a purely 
emotional act of a female artist was simply unacceptable for the dominant male critics and authori-
ties. As Xiao put it, “If you tell Chinese men that a woman made the most important work at the 
1989 China Avant-garde exhibition, they would not agree! This is a man’s world, you know? It is 
terrible…”  In other words, it could be argued that “the revision was perceived as going against the 21
established history of avant-garde art, against authority, and even against patriarchal society 
itself.”  This explains why no one investigated what specific attribution Tang Song had to the 22
work, but believed he must have been the author. This was the interpretation that the majority of the 
art world wanted, not the other way around. Therefore the very reception of this work reveals the 
profound reason for the imbalance in power relations in heterosexual relationships. It is valid to say 
that after Xiao’s work took on a life of its own after its creation, reflecting the status quo of women 
in the Chinese patriarchal system and undoubtedly it marked the start of feminist art in China.  
 Ibid.19
 Merlin, “Xiao Lu”, 2013.20
 Ibid.21
 Gao, foreword to Dialogue, xi.22
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Is Female Nudity Not Human? 
 Another theme that artists frequently investigate is centred around the morality of a woman 
imposed by society and culture, with entirely different standards in comparison to men. In particu-
lar, women are required to behave in a certain way in public spaces that is less free compared to 
men. This is especially true when it comes to nudity, as a complex double standard reveals the so-
cial constraints on women’s bodies. Xiao carried out a performance of Washing (fig. 1.2) on the 55th 
Venice Biennale in 2015, which revealed the standard morality of women’s bodies. Again, this per-
formance was significant in its aftereffects as a number of Chinese male critics attacking Xiao’s nu-
dity in the performance. 
 Xiao’s original plan for Washing was to cover herself with mud from the Jinghang river in 
China and wash off this mud in the canal of Venice. Yet this idea was rejected by the Venice Church 
Museum and the mud disappeared suddenly without any clues. Xiao was furious and took off her 
clothes and went through the church and into the canal, entirely naked throughout the whole 
process. This performance was harshly received by Chinese male critics, who expressed their des-
perate needs to standardise woman’s bodies with rules. None of them were Catholic, yet they sud-
denly confirmed the validity of Catholic rules and doctrines as laws. According to the criticism, 
Xiao’s body became a subject that should be tamed. Some critics even stated that Lu was “brain-
less”  because of her nudity. It is not the female artist who attempts to cause a scandal with her 23
nude body, but society persists to define her nudity as female instead of human, as something filthy 
and inappropriate. As Li Xinmo argues: “everyone complimented Ai Weiwei's naked jump, not nec-
essarily with any profound thoughts, but no one accused him of  “merely being sexual and having 
 Li, Xinmo and etc, “Luo de shifou you ‘jiazhi’—Guanyu Xiao Lu xingwei Qingxi de zhenglun” 裸得是否23
有“价值”——关于肖鲁⾏为《清洗》的争论  (Whether it is “valuable” to be naked — the debate on Xiao 
Lu’s performance Washing), edited by Jiang Jing, 艺术国际 (Artintern), June 15, 2013, https://
news.artron.net/20130615/n463506.html.
  13
no thoughts” or “wanting to get famous.”  This shows how female bodies are constantly regraded 24
as marginalised bodies in society, unlike male bodies’, which are neutral and representations of hu-
man bodies. “In all fairness, in her original plan, the meaning of nudity is closer to the "human 
body" in the general socio-cultural sense. The meaning of "gender" is not too prominent, because if 
we find a male artist to implement this plan the meaning of the work can also be established. How-
ever, the conservative view of the Catholic Church believes that the “female nude” in this scheme is 
filthy, which instead changed the meaning of the work.”  Hence, Xiao’s work again revealed the 25
presumptions and restricts on women’s bodies in society at large, both in catholic Italy and Main-
land china in its aftereffects. 
 Subversion is a key element of Xiao’s work, as Xu Juan has pointed out: "Xiao Lu is the 
true "dissident" of contemporary Chinese art and the pioneer of “re-subversion”.  Xiao sees herself 26
as a rebel too: “the more you oppress me, the more I will fight back.” This is unlike a lot of women 
in China who, according to Xiao, “if you keep oppressing them, in the end they will stay silent.”  27
Body, for her, almost became a battle field to fight injustice and gender inequality. To a large extent, 
there is a parallel relationship between Xiao and Ai Weiwei in terms of their “dissident” positions 
and activist art. They both actively addresses social and political issues, revealing the cultural pow-
er structures or hierarchies in daily life, empowering individuals and communities. Similarly, their 
activism are mostly unwelcome, extremely controversial and harshly criticised by the authorities, 
especially in Mainland China. Ai Weiwei poses constant challenges to the Chinese government, 
 Ibid.24
 Wu Hong, “Xiaolu zhi ‘lu’” 肖鲁之“鲁” (‘Rashness’ of Xiao Lu), 北⽅美术: 天津美术学院学报 (North25 -
ern Art: Journal of Tianjin Academy of Fine Arts), no. 12 (2016): 6-17.
 Xu Juan,  “Cong qingxi tan xiaolu dui ‘dianfu’ zhi zaidianfu” 从《清洗》谈肖鲁对“颠覆”之“再颠覆 (On 26
Xiao Lu’s subversion on subversion in Washing), 艺术国际 (Artintern), 2013, accessed November 7, 2019, 
https://www.juanxucurator.com/
20174-2816527927-35848329184006523545-3907235206-20043-208773907235206_.html
 Merlin, “Xiao Lu”, 2013.27
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while feminist artists in China challenge the Chinese patriarchy and male-dominated art world using 
works of art as powerful voices. However, Xiao received much less attention compared to Ai Wei-
wei, suggesting the male-dominated discourse of the social and political even in a global context. 
Embodiment: Violence Towards Women 
 Female bodies can also be a powerful tool to locate the pain and sufferings of women, and 
to address these issues to a live audience for artists like Li Xinmo. Li is a feminist artist, critic, and 
a leading figure in contemporary Chinese feminist art. From the very start of her career, Li has used 
her own body as a tool for exploitation. In one of Li’s early performances, the Death of the Xinkai 
River (fig. 2.1) in 2008, Li submerged her body in heavily polluted water to announce the death of 
the water . More importantly, to shed light on the death of a female freshman at the Tianjin Acad28 -
emy of Art who was murdered with her corpse ending up the water, Li used her body as a guiding 
light to draw spectators’ attention to the crime and question the real murderers in both crimes.  
 In later pieces, Li continues to visualise pain and sufferings in female bodies and actively 
protests against violence towards women. In 2013, as a part of a feminism-oriented exhibition, Li 
created a work called I am five year old (fig. 2.2) in which she told a story of a five-year-old girl 
who was sexually assaulted by her father with a blade in her month. This work made a powerful 
claim in pointing out the painful experience that a victim has to go through when asked to speak 
about her own suffering, which is not an unusual burden for victims. In Li’s Rape (fig. 2.3), a per-
formance in 2013, Li used her body as a substitute to explore the physical pain and sufferings of 
female political prisoners who were raped and assaulted with their throats cut and drenched with 
 Jonathan Goodman, “Li Xinmo: A Performance Artist in China,” accessed November 1, 2019,  http://li-28
xinmo.com/articles/li-xinmo-a-performance-artist-in-china.html.
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faeces and urine before being killed. Inspired by Abramovich, whose works Li often found touched 
her deeply, extreme violence is a prevalent theme in Li’s performances. 
 Female bodies are targets of the imbalanced patriarchic system, yet used by feminist artists 
such as Li as tools to embody sufferings. With the arrest of five young Chinese feminists in March 
2015, who protested against sexual harassment on public transport, showing the increasing intoler-
ance of feminist movements in China, Li created a performance called Free (fig. 2.4) in an exhibi-
tion space in Germany to support these individuals. In her performance, Li wrote their names on her 
body and asked the audience to put clamps on her body and tear them off using a string attached to 
the clamps. Li explained that hard-won freedom is accompanied by torment, meaning that one pays 
a high price for freedom. 
Conclusion 
 Bodies become an easily accessible tool for Xiao and Li to navigate their experiences while 
interacting with their audience. Their political stances are clear, both declaring their feminist identi-
ty as well as artist. Yet, with resistance of the art world in Mainland China, they both started to seek 
overseas audiences.  
  
 Despite both have sparked discussions on many levels of gender equality in a patriarchic 
society, their practices could be argued to be have based on sets of binaries: man and woman, op-
pressor and the oppressed as well as persecutor and victim. In other words, “women are thus consti-
tuted as a coherent group, sexual difference becomes coterminous with female subordination, and 
power is automatically defined in binary terms: people who have it (read: men), and people who do 
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not (read: women).”  This binary thinking neglects many zones in between, for example, sexual 29
minority groups such as LGBTQ, thus failing to engage with issues outside heterosexual assump-
tions. Therefore, it risks reinforcing the gender binary and re-establishing gender norms of what it 
means to be a woman, a man and heterosexual relationship. Such simplistic formulations are both 
reductive and ineffective in creating strategies to combat gender oppressions. Nevertheless, they 
have deconstructed certain artistic practices in the male-dominated discourses, contributing to the 
discussion of gender and politics in social and cultural sphere. Moreover, heterosexual feminists 
could collaborate with other minorities groups in the future to have a larger, more encompassing 
and powerful voice. 
 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” Bound29 -
ary 2 12/13 (1984): 344.
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The Tension between Reclaiming Women’s Bodies and Resisting Feminism 
 Unlike the more or less marginalised positions of feminist activists/artists discussed in chap-
ter one, Xiang Jing (b. 1968) and Lin Tianmiao (b. 1961) have managed to take position upon the 
stage of a male-dominated art scene. For them, the female body becomes an inevitable tool with 
which to investigate body politics, to expand boundaries of artistic expressions and break gender 
stereotypes. It could be argued that their artworks reclaim women’s bodies in ways that empower 
the oppressed gender, up-lift female experiences and dignify the feminine. Yet they refuse to be la-
belled as feminists despite the fact that their pieces convey the opposite by challenging dominant 
male discourses on human experiences, creating a unavoidable tension between their investigation 
of body and politics and feminist discourses. This chapter sets out to investigate the complex rea-
sons, the status quo as well as history that led to this tension, with references to both Lin and Xi-
ang’s artistic practices distinctively, as well as critic novels and curatorial texts. 
Reclaiming Subjectivity in Female Bodies 
 Xiang Jing is deemed by many as the first female artist to have produced sculptures of nude 
females in China, and most importantly, has a “remarkable personal language.”  It could be said 30
that Xiang’s sculptures exhibit an entirely new aesthetic for female bodies. According to Xiang, “in 
today’s consumerist culture, women’s bodies are prone to becoming objects of consumption. People 
want to have beautiful bodies, or rather bodies that measure up to aesthetic standards, but actually 
every kind of body exists.”  It could be argued that this standard of female beauty, which is largely 31
devised by the male gaze, has been repackaged into ‘consumerist freedom’ in commercial markets. 
 Liao Wen, “hui yan lan xin: zhongguo xueyuan Beijing nv diaosujia chuangzuo yanjiu” 慧眼蘭⼼：中國30
學院背景⼥雕塑家創作研究 (Bright Eyes and Kind Hearts: A Study on the Creation of Female Sculptors 
with the Background of China Academy), Beijing: 九州出版社 (Jiuzhou Publisher), 2010: p. 49.
 Monica Merlin, “Xiang Jing,” Tate Research Centre: Asia, 2013, accessed March 12, 2019, https://www.31 -
tate.org.uk/research/research-centres/tate-research-centre-asia/women-artists-contemporary-china/xiang-jing.
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Does this commercial liberalism equal to liberation of women’s bodies as advertised? In an attempt 
to “dissolve that sexual gaze towards women’s bodies in our culture,”  Xiang reclaims women’s 32
subjectivity by representing women of different sexuality, age and bodies, simultaneously, reinvent-
ing aesthetics of female bodies. One example of such is Face (fig 3.3), which exhibits a very young 
girl who despite having large breasts, is far from societal beauty norms, a rare and humanistic bodi-
ly representation that is not materialized for the gaze of the male spectator.  
  
 Not only does Xiang criticize the limitation of consumerist culture in a patriarchic market, 
At the same time, she reclaims women’s subjectivity. As she addresses, “constructing subjectivity is 
an important attitude that seeks to eliminate the way of seeing or gaze to view women’s bodies as 
objects of desires.”  She elaborates that: “women have always existed in the role of ‘she/her’. Once 33
a woman appears as ‘I/me’, people are not used to it.”  This realisation led Xiang Jing to create a 34
series of works, exploring a range of obstacles which a woman might face in life. For example, The 
Open (fig 3.4) from 2006 exhibits an aged women, nude and unashamed, representing a target 
group rarely represented in popular television series, mass media and literature. It is a large-scale 
sculpture which occupies a massive amount of space, with her eyes staring into the space in front of 
her while her sexual features exposes on the ground level, thereby instilling an immediate sense of 
awe while viewing it. Her presence confronts the viewer with this undisguized, unapologetic, and 
truthful body. Thus, Xiang is arguably to have reimagined women bodies in a way that reconstructs 
the power relations in the gaze of the spectators. In other words, “in contrary to patriarchal lascivi-
ous voyeurism for young and well-built female bodies, Xiang Jing's Your Body (fig. 3.1) is some-
 法制周末 (Legal Weekly), “Xiang Jing: wo bing meiyou ba nanxing dangzuo diren” 向京：我并没有把32
男性当做敌⼈ (Xiang Jing: Men are not my enemy), July 9, 2019, http://m.legalweekly.cn/whlh/15983.html.
 Ibid.33
 Merlin, “Xiang Jing,” 2013.34
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what weighty and far from being slender or beautiful.”  Indeed, the feeling of uneasy arises when 35
gazing at such artwork, the bodily presence of a woman’s consciousness smashes any potential pro-
jection of fantasy or desire. Similarly, Xiang’s I Am 22 Years Old, But Without My Period (fig. 3.2) 
is another piece of sculpture that exhibits a girl who is twenty-two, yet not having her first period. 
She is lying on a level surface, resembling the standard portrayal of reclining women in classical 
female nudes. Unlike the classic model for female nude, she looks rather skinny and quite detached 
from the world, therefore critisizing, “from another dimension, those reclining women as done by 
male artists' hands, even in an ironic way.”  36
 Correspondingly, Xiang reclaims women’s subjectivity by addressing women’s sexuality 
through works like The Center of Quietude (fig. 3.5), which shows a girl touching her vagina with 
her eyes closed in a standing posture. Another bold example is Us... (fig. 3.8), which suggests a les-
bian motif of “between us” by exhibiting two girls standing one following the other, connected by 
one’s hand touching the other’s side. “Their thin faces and bare heads show no slightest desire to 
welcome any male voyeurism… as if some feminine continuity has been established for their com-
mon corporal experiences, including anxieties relating to their breast growth.”  Therefore, Xiang’s 37
women exhibit their sexualities distinctively for themselves, rather than under the male gaze.  
  
 Similarly, Lin Tianmiao investigates subjectivity in her series Gazing Back (fig. 4.8), where 
a number of nude females being represented are middle-aged women, suggesting the burdens they 
carry. According to Lin, the pieces convey the ageing of women not from the perspective of a man, 
but from women’s inward-looking eye: “it is about how a woman looks at herself and her genera-
 Kao Jung-hsi, "On the Feminine Image as Represented in Xiang Jing's Sculpture,” in Will Things Ever Get 35
Better? – Xiang Jing @ Taipei 2013 (Taipei: Taipei Museum of Contemporary Art Publishing, 2014): 8-15.
 Ibid.36
 Ibid.37
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tion.”  Art critic Huang Zhuang has also commented on these works that they “appear in multiple 38
narrative constructs of birth-giving, self-gazing, rituals, mutual gazing and angels, visually present-
ing the enlightened history of the female body being transformed from biological properties to sub-
jective properties.”  In other words, they shift women from the position of being looked at to hav39 -
ing the power to look at themselves. Lin Tianmiao attributes this to the awakening of individualism 
today that “women have the opportunity to engage in self-dissection from multiple visual perspec-
tives and levels and with independent identities, changing the identity of being watched into active-
ly deconstructing to control and reallocate the self.”  According to Lin, this relocation of the pri40 -
vate and personal to a public space directly reveals women’s desires, passions, needs and con-
sciousness to the audience while subverting traditional concepts of ‘beauty’ and standards of 
‘morality.’  In addition, Lin has pointed out that such an exploration of the inner world has the po41 -
tential of rebuilding the self according to a mentality of equality.  However, what Lin implied by 42
‘equality’ remains an issue that will be addressed at a later point in this essay. 
 Monica Merlin, “Lin Tianmiao,” Tate Research Centre: Asia, 2013, accessed September 20, 2019, https://38
www.tate.org.uk/research/research-centres/tate-research-centre-asia/women-artists-contemporary-china/lin-
tianmiao>.
 Huang Zhuan, “Duishi: yizhong xinxing de xingbie meixue” 对视：⼀种新型的性别美学 (Gazing Back: 39
A New Aesthetics of Gender), 雅昌艺术⽹ (Artron. Net), September 23, 2009, https://news.artron.net/
20090923/n87776.html.
 Lin Tianmiao, quoted in Huang Zhuan, “Duishi: yizhong xinxing de xingbie meixue” 对视：⼀种新型的40
性别美学 (Gazing Back: A New Aesthetics of Gender), 雅昌艺术⽹ (Artron. Net), September 23, 2009, 
https://news.artron.net/20090923/n87776.html.
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The Tension: To Be Or Not To Be A Feminist 
 Moreover, in the interview with Louise Guest in 2007, Lin’s answer to the question “how do 
you feel about being called a feminist artist?”  was “I don’t think there is any feminism in China. 43
Mao said that women hold up half the sky but we have not reached that level… In fact, I think fem-
inism is from the west.”   44
 In a similar manner, Xiang is deemed as a feminist sculptor by many and she has long re-
jected this simple label of ‘feminist’,  despite her having encouraged women to pursue their sub45 -
jectivity by her works. As Xiang elaborates, “of course, on the one hand I do not see myself as a 
feminist, on the other hand if we have to discuss this, my position is very clear. I think women 
should have their own subjectivity and realize certain values.”  Taking all of this into considera46 -
tion, we now turn to the question of what are the meanings of their bodily works if they and many 
female artists active in China do not consider themselves as “feminist” yet found themselves engag-
ing with the issue of body and politics. Despite being a feminist is, indeed, a political stance that 
unites the individual with the collective, in the aim of empowerment, and artists as individuals re-
serve the rights to refuse or accept this title. Yet, the nature of their artworks align with the ideology 
of feminism in various ways. Then, do they have a certain political standpoint at all? If there is, 
where do they perceive to be positioned politically if not a feminist? 
 Louise Guest, “'No Feminism In China': An Interview With Lin Tianmiao,” Culture Trip, 2016, accessed 43
June 9, 2019, https://theculturetrip.com/asia/china/articles/no-feminism-in-china-an-interview-with-lin-tian-
miao/. 
 Ibid.44
 Yang Zhou. “Xiang Jing: wo kan jian ni de luoti” 向京：我看见你的裸体 (Xiang Jing: I see you naked), 45
⼥性艺术家⽹ (Women Artists Web), August 8, 2018, http://www.art-woman.com/Blog_ArticalDetail.aspx?
articalid=187.
 法制周末 (Legal Weekly), “Xiang Jing: Men are not my enemy,” 2019.46
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 Both Lin and Xiang have emphasized that feminism is from the West in order to argue for its 
inapplicability within the unique context in PRC’s China. Indeed, feminist discourse encounters an 
entirely different context in China. In the late 1970s, it was within the very complex socialist situa-
tion of the country that slogans such as “women are half of the sky” came into being to promote 
propaganda promising gender equality. It would have sounded very empowering, yet proved to be 
dystopian in later outcomes. As scholar Li Xiaojiang has clarified, “women were forced to be in-
volved in the revolution just like men. Women never fought for themselves, unlike Western 
women.”  Therefore, ‘equality’ within this context was basically a utilitarian scheme devised by 47
men to involve women, which made up half of the country’s population, in the revolution and later, 
into the workforce. “Women liberation movement (in China) was never the same as feminism.” . 48
In other words, unlike Western women, Chinese women never initiated this ‘equality’ or ‘liberation’ 
on the basis of higher education or gender awareness. China’s women liberation movement was 
utilitarian from the start and later became insititionaized by the Communist Party.  Furthermore, 49
such political propaganda forced “neutrality” or masculinity on representations of women and work. 
At the time, a woman would be accused of being bourgeois if she wore makeup or dressed in a very 
feminine way. This punishment was, to a large extent, degraded femininity as opposed to masculini-
ty instead of empowering the female, femininity and women. Therefore, women were repressed to 
only exhibit ‘neutrality’, with no alternative choices. Therefore, it could summerized that women’s 
emancipation at that time was violently given. Women could not avoid work even if they needed to. 
 Asia Art Archive, Interview with Liao Wen on Chinese contemporary art in the 1980s, Youtube video, 47
2007, accessed March 22, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UDVmHLryDh4.
 Ibid.48
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Gender Essentialism and Marginalization by Patriarchal Discourse 
 Interestingly, there was a trend of becoming housewives in the 1990s and 2000s because it 
was seen also as freedom, freedom of giving up work. The art scene is no exception. According to 
Liao Wen, as a result, artists of that generation like Tao Yongbai (b. 1937) and Zhou Sicong (b. 
1939), who painted grand-narrative and heroic paintings during the revolutionary time, turned in-
stead to femininity and embraced gentle subjects like flowers and plants after.  It was arguably the 50
reflux of conservative patriarchic values which seems like women’s agency, yet this freedom of 
choice was confined by a new social reality, of which intellectuals started to question the emphasis 
on gender equality since the founding of the People's Republic and re-promoted femininity as a way 
to dominate and release market potentials. In contrary to PRC’s propaganda, classic gender essen-
tialism was on the rise after the economic reform, which made “it easy for the patriarchic discourse 
to appropriate.”  As a result, patriarchic interpretations of women artists arose. Exhibitions like 51
Woman & Century in 1998, curated by Jia Fangzhou, promoted femininity as “essential characteris-
tic of women’s art”  and listed several gender differences in the curatorial text, such as their child52 -
like fantasy, apathy towards politics and etc.   53
 This gender essentialism may seem to endow certain opportunities for women artists to 
show their works in exhibitions, yet it further marginalizes their positions in the art world as a 
group. As demonstrated by Lin, an exhibition with only women artists would be a marginalized ex-
 Ibid.50
 Dai Jinghua, “Rewriting Chinese women: gender production and cultural space in the eighties and 51
nineties” in Spaces of Their Own : Women's Public Sphere in Transnational China, by Yang Mayfair Mei-hui 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999): 203.
 Jia Fangzhou,“Shiji nixing yishu zhan” 世纪⼥性艺术展 (Century & Woman), Hong Kong: 世界华⼈艺52
术出版社 (World Chinese Art Publisher), 1998: 2.
 Sasha Su-Ling Welland, Experimental Beijing: Gender and Globalization in Chinese Contemporary Art 53
(London: Duke University Press, 2018): 20.
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hibition, and art should not be simply divided into male and female, otherwise it would be sexist.  54
Indeed, it could be very problematic and limiting to only include ‘women artists’ into a group exhi-
bition, since it redefines femininity in a way that reinforces rather than dissolves gender binary.  
 Besides, this label of ‘woman artist’ claims certain characteristics of the artworks as being 
‘feminine’ and inseparable from ‘women’s experiences’, as opposed to the male, outside the norm. 
Since conventionally, most exhibited works of art are exclusively concerned with male experiences, 
making men the representatives of humankind, thereby excluding female experience from human 
experience. In other words, male experiences are often taken for granted as the only true and neutral 
representation of human experience, while women are not deemed to be neutral and are margin-
alised. Even though art stemming from ‘women’s perspectives’ sets out to explore human experi-
ence just as those from ‘men’s experiences’ do like Xiang’s works, they are unavoidably empha-
sized as coming from a ‘woman artist’. Not surprisingly, Xiang and Lin both resist this label of 
‘women artists’. Possibly, precisely because of the this already minor status of ‘women artists’, they 
resist further marginalization by an even worse label - ‘feminist’. 
Appropriation of Feminist Discourse? 
 Lin Tianmiao’s Protruding Pattens (fig. 4.4), one of Lin’s most recent works, is very femi-
nist in nature, investigating  descriptive titles (in English and Chinese) given to women, mostly di-
minishing, like ’Sea Donkey' and 'AV⼥优' (porn star).  Most of the titles were trendy terms in 55
mass media and only invented in recent years to categorise women, and all titles are hand-woven to 
 Zhen Ziyu, “Yishu, yiding yao da shang nuxing de biaoqian ma?” 艺术，⼀定要打上“⼥性”的标签吗? 54
(Art, does it have to be labelled as ‘female’?) 上观新闻 (Shanghai Observer), September 1, 2016, https://
www.shobserver.com/news/detail?id=29284.
 Sam Gaskin, “Afterimage: Dangdai Yishu,” Lisson Gallery, 2019, accessed October 1, 2019, https://ocu55 -
la.com/magazine/insights/critical-images-nine-contemporary-chinese-art/.
  25
a red woollen carpet as protruding characters. It was included in a recent exhibition Afterimage: 
Dangdai Yishu (2019) at Lisson Gallery, London, curated by Victor Wang. According to the curator-
ial text, once again, Lin denied being a feminist despite its obvious appropriation. While she dis-
missed the term as Western, this artwork nevertheless draws attention to women's sliding position in 
Chinese society, from 57th place in 2008 to 103rd in 2018, as shown in the World Economic Fo-
rum's Global Gender Gap Report.  Paradoxically, “there is a dissonance between her insistence on 56
identifying as an artist unconcerned with feminism in the exhibition catalogue and her appropriation 
of socially feminized objects and techniques.”  Is Lin merely appropriating feminist motifs? Let us 57
examine some of Lin’s previous works first. 
 Similarly, an earlier piece by Lin titled Badges (fig. 4.3) in her Gazing Back series showcas-
es feminist motifs. It investigates titles given to women, yet mostly positive. Badges are symbols of 
hierarchy in a male-dominated society and imply the tangled power relations usually associated 
with violence and authority, and Lin utilizes badges that hang around with Chinese phrases embroi-
dered on white silk, to showcase labels endowed to women. The phrases include: suonǚ (foxy 
woman), jinǚ (technical girl), yafengnǚ (beauty with a gap between the front 
teeth), sangaonǚ ("three high" woman — highly educated, high income, and high age), 
and jiyounǚ (female stamp collector), etc.  Ironically, she chose to apply traditional form of silk 58
embroidery - ‘⼥红’ (nǚhong, women’s works) inside of stainless steel badges to comment on new 
definitions of womanhood. These words come from Lin and her team’s research on various tradi-
 Ibid.56
 Alexander Cavaluzzo, “Can Lin Tianmiao Break Free of Gender?” Hyperallergic, November 14, 2012， 57
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tional Chinese dictionaries, including the Kangxi dictionary, in which only a few words were in-
vented for the roles of women in society.  
 As Huang Zhuan comments, “such a display of political implications is rarely seen in Lin’s 
art, and it shows a possible path for feminism as a force in cultural criticism.”  Although Huang 59
Zhuan has clearly associated this work with politics and feminism, Lin denies making this work in a 
conscious response to the reading of feminist theory.  Moreover, according to Lin, 60
“In the past twenty years, there has been an accelerating explosion new words to 
describe the roles of women… many came from the pop culture in Japan, Hong Kong, Tai-
wan, and from Chinese Internet culture… (we) were all pleasantly surprised by what we 
found. The way women participate in society has changed dramatically.”   61
Lin then continues that she was going through a rather vulnerable point in her life and started to se-
riously think about the issue of feminism. Hence, far from feminism, this work shows the effort she 
made to endow herself ‘encouragement’ in this patriarchic society. It addresses a preexist concept, 
and is essentially a compromise under contemporary power structures. In other words, this ‘self-en-
couragement’ of things are getting better can be argued to be a form of tamed female consciousness, 
or a comfort zone of ‘female awareness’, a contradictory self-consolation rather than radical criti-
cism of patriarchic culture and society. 
 Could it be that Lin is just performing Tai-chi? A certain type of Kongfu that must be mas-
tered in order to survive in the midst of male artists if one is seen as a female artist based in China? 
With further investigation, one can find that Lin’s works are sometimes self-contradictory in its 
 Huang Zhuan, “Gazing Back: A New Aesthetics of Gender,” 2009.59
 Louise Guest, “'No Feminism In China': An Interview With Lin Tianmiao,” 2016.60
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concepts of gender: some seem gender-neutral, while others reestablish gender binary. This is evi-
dent from her earliest works and recent ones, such as The Temptation of St Teresa (fig. 4.5) which 
was a comment on gender. Lin bought the wooden boxes of this piece from male workers and 
placed perfumed soap within them. It thus seems like the boxes contain pink feminine materials, yet 
foam is bursting out of them. This served as a direct metaphor of the gender binary in which boys 
are containers and girls are expected to be contained. In 2004, Lin created another blunt comment 
on the oppositions of sexes and their distinctly different childhood educations titled Boys and Girls 
(fig. 4.6), in which she wrapped toys for boys and girls with white cotton threads. Moreover, her 
most recent exhibition in 2018 at the PSA in Shanghai included a work called Warm Currents (fig. 
4.7). It intertwined pipes with pink and blue running liquids, symbolising male and female and 
forming a ‘harmonious’ circle of life. Far from reflecting feminist thoughts, this actually reinforces 
the gender binary which emphasize on biological differences and heteronormativity.  
 Furthermore, Lin is even more strict regarding gender roles in society and has claimed: “ 
Men must maintain a public image which they cannot retreat from. Women are never in lead posi-
tions, which grants them lots of choices. Thinking about this makes me peaceful. Therefore, a sense 
of crisis and peace are coexistent.”  Gender essentialism is present in Lin’s words and works, yet 62
feminist motifs also exist. Moreover, this ambiguous gesture of Lin and other fellow women artists 
towards patriarchy has been theorized by a male critic, He Guiyan, who demonstrates: 
“They acknowledge gender differences, yet do not reinforce this duality; they identify with 
their own female identity, but do not deliberately strengthen this identity; they acknowledge 
the shortcomings of the 'patriarchal society' but do not completely reject it… they paid at-
tention to their female experience and sought for a unique female way of expression. Per-
 Pi Li, "Pi Li duihua Lin Tianmiao” ⽪⼒对话林天苗 (Pi Li in conversation with Lin Tianmiao), 2013, ac62 -
cessed November 11, 2019, http://www.artlinkart.com/cn/article/overview/a6aczwlr/about_by2/L/de2atz.
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haps the greatest feature of Chinese women's art is this — it does not emphasize extreme 
criticism, but emphasizes extreme personal expression.”   63
In the above statement, Guiyan obviously praises these artists’s emphases on women’s expressions 
coming from women’s experiences as ‘a unique female way.’ At the same time, he confines female 
artists with the categorize of personal expressions, allowing no space for criticism or challenge to 
patriarchy. This position of lacking awareness, resistance and criticism is addressed by an art critic, 
Wu Wei:  
“Does not this "ambiguity" just show they lack awareness and resistance to the "gender dif-
ference" that is imposed by patriarchy? In fact, they embody this kind of "feminine identity" 
that patriarchy endows, and unrestrained within the confines of "feminine identity” rather 
than being reflective. In practice, they especially lack of specific criticism of the patriarchy 
culture."   64
Indeed, Lin deliberately separates her work and her attitude from feminism, but confesses that her 
works of art never avoid femininity. As such, when it comes to feminism, she claims, ”it is about 
your attitude. If you care too much about (gender), you would be even more humiliating and nar-
row-minded.”  To explain what she means by narrow-minded, she further declares that: “this 65
would limit my thinking, and effect my power to engage in discussions of contemporary social and 
cultural issues with male artists.  In other words, she dismisses feminism in an attempt to be ac66 -
cepted by the dominant male figures in the art scene, to be part of the mainstream and avoiding 
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marginalization. In doing so, she fails to question this particular system which would otherwise 
marginalise her. Instead, she focuses on empowering herself by fitting in. Although artist like Lin 
achieves to elevate the status of what is traditionally conceived as female material like silk and em-
broidery to the statues of fine art, she fails to challenge gender roles in a patriarchic culture. Thus, 
with Lin’s failure to criticize the patriarchic society, it could be argued to that Lin have, to a large 
extent, appropriated feminist motifs and discourses in her works. 
Desexualization: Female is Human 
 Unlike Lin, Xiang consciously criticizes the patriarchic culture and society by process of 
“desexualization”  of female nude sculptures. For example, Naked Beyond Skin is a series of nude 67
sculptures created between 2006 to 2008, and some of them stand alone as one piece, while others 
are in groups. One of the most striking pieces among them is certainly Are A Hundred Playing 
You? Or Only One (fig. 3.6). It exhibits seven human figures and a crane, with the seven figures 
forming a semi-closed circle, sharing one bath for their feet. Though labelled by some critics as re-
alist representations of female bodies, Xiang has replied that it is rather uncommon for women to be 
naked around each other while sharing a foot bath. They form a circle, creating a complex and psy-
chologically challenging atmosphere. Their eyes seem hollow and everyone seems to be absorbed 
in a deeply reflective moment. If one examines them closely, one finds that the normal attributes of 
women are entirely absent, such as hair, makeup, and female clothing (fig. 3.7). Their breasts are 
not sexually represented either. They all bend their backs as if they are in a very dreadful state. Not 
only do they represent bodies which are freed from societal expectations of appearing youthful and 
beautiful, but also bodies that seem neutral in the sense that they dissolve the male gaze.  
 法制周末 (Legal Weekly), “Xiang Jing: Men are not my enemy,” 2019.67
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 As Art critic Zhu Zhu points out, “there is a gender ‘degree zero’ or ‘neutralized’ inclination 
that some work of her female nude seems to be made as the mythical first woman, not yet being put 
between gender struggles in reality… just a living body.”  Yet some critics find it puzzling. In an 68
interview with Xiang, Huang Zhuang defines Xiang’s works as insensitive to sex or sexually op-
pressive, a more or less problematic claim in terms of its male-centred definition of sex. As pointed 
out by Xiang, it shows the underlying assumption that sex could only and have only defined by men 
in our culture.  In other words, Huang regards Xiang’s work as not sexual expressions because Xi69 -
ang’s works exhibit no preoccupied interpretations about sex by men. As Xiang responds, “my 
works exhibit an important meaning of sex, sex organ exists not for men, but owns its existence. 
Men see no sex in them because they lost certain anticipated sexual temptations. This is my attitude. 
I think some female artists use sex or sex organs as a strategy, yet still presenting a state of being 
looked at.”  Then, Huang adjusts his argument to argue Xiang’s works are sexually neutral with an 70
ambiguous attitude. Xiang rejects, “this only shows men are not used to talk about sex in this way. I 
am not ambiguous.”  Finally, Huang attempts to conclude that there is element of sexual oppres71 -
sion Xiang’ works, Xiang denies once again, “No. I think men always see women in a sexualised 
way. To me, women have stories, not only sex, sex to me is not even important in women’s bodies. I 
want to change that perception. Because I think the whole of women’s bodies especially touch my 
heart.” This brings us to the end of their disagreements. This conversation is particularly interesting 
because, Huang, who crowned Lin’s Badges as one of the best artworks by a women artist in China 
with feminist consciousness, found Xiang’s female subjectivity hard to grasp. This shows, from an 
 Zhu Zhu, tran. Denis Mair, “Within a Magic Spell 在魔咒的內部, “ in Naked Beyond Skin – Xiang Jing's 68
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 Huang Zhuan, “Xiang Jing VS Huang Zhuan: bei kua yue de shenti” 向京VS黄专：被跨越的⾝体 (Xi69 -
ang Jing VS Huang Zhuan: The Leaped Body), accessed November 27, 2019, http://artlinkart.com/cn/artist/
txt_ab/105axu/435ezwm. 
 Ibid.70
 Ibid.71
  31
another perspective, that Lin’s Badges very much aligns with the patriarchic discourse of gender in 
its praise of social improvement of women’s woking conditions in China, while Xiang’s radical re-
imagination of female bodies with the absence of male’s gaze is too foreword-thinking to compre-
hend: Xiang not only creates female nude sculptures, but also constructs a systematic world of fe-
male bodies is non-binary, only featuring women, as Dai Jinhua has commented: 
"For Xiang Jing, it was not a thirst for subjective female identity and position that ultimate-
ly brought women artists and women’s art so late to the acquisition of a subjective imagina-
tion, which was for so long a male prerogative; instead, women’s lives and art are creating 
a language and at the same time supporting a different kind of imagination around Self and 
Other in the world.”  72
In other words, Xiang’s female world does not have men, and has no references of men, which 
means men are not held as contrary to women's lives and meaning. Besides, according to Xiang, a 
breakthrough is achieved when she no longer considers gender opposition between males and fe-
males in her mind.  Hence, it can be argued that the androgynous ambiguities in Xiang’s sculptures 73
achieve to deconstruct the power relations between women’s bodies and the male spectators. 
 Moreover, for Xiang, as she demonstrates that, “the most important task, work or point of 
interest is human nature. I use female bodies as a vessel, subject matter, or medium to express my-
self, but the issues I am discussing are about people, not just women.”  Humanity is the core theme 74
of Xiang’s works, beyond ‘female experience’ or ‘female perspectives’. They speak of something 
common to all human beings – the sense of belonging and questioning, community and individuali-
 Dai Jinhua, trans. Andrea Lingenfelter, “Inside of Language, Outside of History,” in Xiang Jing (Beijing: 72
CITIC Press, 2017): 496-509.
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ty, communication and contemplation. “The physical reaction awakened from seeing art or that kind 
of visualization is irreplaceable.”  As Karen Smith have commented on Xiang’s sculptures: 75
“Xiang Jing’s women are far from being iconic beauties, nor the voluptuous or lithe 
nymphs of conventional figurative sculpture. For a start they are perversely normal. They 
are also entirely unadorned, and laid bare, not just in their nakedness but from underneath 
the skin. The exterior posture has metaphoric resonance with the psychological states Xi-
ang Jing seeks to express. As a result, these figures, either individually or in groups, are 
utterly arresting, taunting our penchant for morbid fascination with human flesh, the body, 
the sexual attributes of gender, and ultimately our awareness of mortality.”  76
This paragraph perfectly illustrates the complex realization when one encounters Xiang’s sculp-
tures, that engage with issues of gender, psychology, existence and mortality, using women’s bodies 
as vessels. Therefore Xiang’s works can be argued to be more encompassing than gender, and prob-
ably should not be narrowly defined as only womanly, feminine or feminist. This is possibly why 
Xiang refused titles as such because it would limit the interpretation of her works. 
 Xiang criticize the male gaze and the patriarchic values openly, then why would she reject to 
be titled ‘feminist’? The reason that Xiang refuses this label’ is possibly because of its inapplicabili-
ty in Chinese context. As she clarifies in an interview, “it is not an effective word in our cultural 
context, so I do not fancy using it.”  It can be argued that this ‘ineffectiveness’ precisely showcases 77
the issue of gender in contemporary patriarchic culture and society. There might be complex rea-
sons behind this inapplicability. One, it could be the stigmatization of feminism in China. Two, it 
could be its western origin that either not suitable for Chinese women, like Liao Wen had argued, or 
 Zhang Ching-Wen, "The Unknown Tomorrow and the Resistance to the Ordinary,” in Will Things Ever Get 75
Better? – Xiang Jing @ Taipei 2013 (Taipei: Taipei Museum of Contemporary Art Publishing, 2014): 16-22.
 Karen Smith, “Xiang Jing – Say It Loud,” in Naked Beyond Skin – Xiang Jing's Works 2006-2007 (Bei76 -
jing: Tang Contemporary Art. 2008): 117-119.
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its contradiction with nationalist values, which could be said to be equalling to patriarchic values. 
Or, ‘feminism is from the West’ can be a straight-forward rejection to any further enquiries. Indeed, 
such an argument of the latter is often made by men and women to attack feminism in China, like 
Lin Tianmiao does. At the core of such simplistic response is a straight-forward nationalist rejection 
in the sense that it builds an invisible wall between China and the West by claiming that what had 
happened or is happening in China has nothing to do with the West. Yet what it truly does is to 
postpone the issue of gender and prohibit further discussions.  
 Unlike Lin, Xiang engage with the issue of feminism in various interviews and talks. De-
spite the fact that Xiang does largely coincide with Liao Wen’s view on feminism in post-Mao Chi-
na in terms of addressing the unique context of feminism in China. Yet instead of stressing gender 
essential differences, Xiang determines to raise women’s consciousness through her works and 
words: “women artists at my age mostly disappear… all the female artists that are still out here in-
cluding me, do not have the consciousness to resist, oppose and compete with mainstream patri-
archic values. Many female artists sacrifice for their families, to be a wife or a mother instead of an 
artist.”  Continuing on, Xiang discusses the status quo of young female artists who began to be ac78 -
tive during the 90s as conformers of patriarchy. Some of them are established artists now, are in 
agreement with the patriarchy, such as Yu Hong and Jiang Jie. She also adds that children are an 
enormous obstacle for female artists: “a Chinese woman does not tend to consciously think that be-
ing herself or realising her self-worth is the most important thing. She always sees herself in rela-
tion to her family, and considers that as the most important thing.”  Admitting her own limit, she 79
turns hopeful for the future generation of feminist artists, because their life experiences, art forms 
 Xin Weihong, “Yidong de nixing zhuyin — Xin Weihong & Xiang Jing’s conversation” 移動的⼥性主義78
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and expressions will likely be more diverse, might enhancing the richness of feminist art fundamen-
tally.  80
  
Conclusion 
 For women artists in China, the political nature of artistic expressions of body varies. Lin 
Tianmiao could be argue to embody ‘essential femininity’ by applying silk, threads and embroidery 
to expand the scope of contemporary Chinese art, whereas Xiang Jing uses female bodies as vessels 
to express the complexity of nature of human beings and existence. They have shown different di-
mensions of subjectivity of women, some works eliminating gender binary while others reinforcing. 
The dilemma is present when both artists reject to be entitled as ‘feminist’. ‘Feminism’, a politically 
charged label largely active in the West, became stigmatized as in China for various reasons and not 
very likely to sparkle intellectual discussion. Thus, feminist as a political identity disintegrate in this 
context, and the dialogue between body and politics becomes intricate. Unlike Lin’s rejection on 
elaboration of feminism, Xiang Jing directly discussed feminist related issues concerning China's 
unique context, post-colonialism, and expectations for future feminist artists. Thus, in the next 
chapter, the new generation of Chinese artists who have engaged the issue of body and politics will 
be investigated, whose diverse and multi-dimensional perspectives with references to queer theories 
proves alternative practices and theories. 
 Ibid.80
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Queer bodies: Alternative Representation to Heteronormativity 
 In the previous chapters, the focus is mainly on one side of the story - feminist, feminism 
and femininity, a rhetoric largely based on heteronormativity. There is an unavoidable dilemma be-
tween empowering women with “women perspectives” and dissolving gender differences, as Dai 
Jinhua states that:” we are too involved in the segregation of men and women to realize what part is 
biological and what part is cultural.”  This is evident in the works of these women artists: on the 81
one hand they are showcasing women experiences from women perspectives, on the other hand 
these experiences redefine femininity and womanhood. Minh-ha, who had already proposed a non-
dualistic affirmation of women in 1989, states that:  
“The idea of two illusorily separated identities, one ethnic, the other woman (or more pre-
cisely female), again, partakes in the Euro-American system of dualistic reasoning and its 
age-old divide-and-conquer tactics.”   82
This criticism is still valid when it comes to evaluating the works of Xiao Lu, Li Xinmo and some 
works of Lin Tianmiao. Nonetheless, there are also artists who are aware of this binary and propose 
an alternative way of representations of the bodies, queerness as an alternative to gender binary. 
Gender stereotypes are becoming increasingly invisible in their works of art. Body can be used to 
embody both sexes, and also can be identified as the other, out of heteronormativity, such as bisex-
ual, asexual, trans, queer and etc. In this chapter, I will demonstrate Ma Liuming (b. 1969) as a pio-
neer in manifesting queerness through his bodily performances. Then I will investigate the practice 
of an emerging artist, Shen Xin (b. 1990), as case study, whose unique approach deconstructs power 
relations in a complex and intricate web relations, and gender is one of the knots entangled within. 
 Dai Jinhua, trans. Jonathan Noble, “Gender and Narration: Woman in Contemporary Chinese Film,” 81
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and Tani E. Barlow (London: Verso, 1999): 99-140.
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Embodying Queerness 
 In 1993, Ma joined the East Village (Dongcun) of artists’s colony in Beijing where  a num-
ber of first generation Chinese contemporary artists resided, like Zhang Huan (b. 1965) who did a 
world-renown performance 12 Square Meters in a public toilet in the village. Ma was also active as 
one of the originators of Chinese performance art since the late 1980, and the first Chinese artist 
who created performance using body in a non-dualistic way. He combined two seemingly separated 
gender identities into one and onto his / her own body: his male body is named Ma Liuming, as his 
birth name, at the same time having a female alter-ego named Fen-Ma Liuming. This androgyny 
character was the protagonist in a series of his performances. One picture Fen Ma Liuming (fig. 
5.1), taken by another artist Xu Zhiwei in the East Village community, shows Fen-Ma Liuming in a 
flowery dress with a chiffon scarf, looking downwards with extravagant eye lashes, shiny lipstick 
and wearing large decorative designer earrings, In 1999, Ma described his alternative artistic per-
sona: “Fen-Ma Liuming is the character that I have been constantly enacting in my performances 
for the past few years and whose characteristics are an effeminate face and a body of a man.”  Tate 83
collects a series of photography that documented the performances of Fen-Ma Liuming in the 90s, 
including Fen-Ma + Liuming’s Lunch I (fig. 5.2), which took place in a private house in Beijing 
East Village in 1994. In this performance, the artist appeared to be his Fen-Ma Liuming alter ego 
with the long hair and make-up, yet naked, therefore the masculinity of the body was also very visi-
ble. After cooking and serving fish to an audience of artists and critics, he began to attach a large 
laundry tube to his penis, linking his alter ego Fen-Ma Liuming’s face with his muscular naked 
body. Ma then began sucking and breathing, unifying these seemingly separate identities into a 
breathing, living whole. This tube, acts as an extension or exaggeration of the artist’s phalli, also as 
connection to Fen-Ma Liuming’s made-up face. This poses questions onto the definition of mas-
 Ma Liuming: Performances, Paintings, Sculptures (Beijing: Marella Gallery, 2007), exhibition catalogue, 83
9. 
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culinity and femininity by incorporating both identities onto one body. As Ma stated that, by taking 
the tube as an extension of his penis in his mouth, he allowed “the Qi of Yin and Yang to circulate 
in the body” . In 1998, 14th of July, Ma did another performance Fen-Ma Liuming walks the great 84
wall (fig. 5.3). During the performance, he stood naked on the great wall, applying lipstick and 
make-up and blooming his long hair while looking at a mirror. He turned into a very feminine look 
yet walked in his male body naked with barefoot. He kept walking and in the middle he encounter a 
worker, who avoided Ma and walked aside in a hurry . And the short video ended with scenes of 85
mountains. It was filmed by Zhao Liang, and also embraced a queer identity in action. In the con-
text of “the strict social system of the People’s Republic of China in the 1990s, gender was under-
stood as a rigid binary opposition of male or female. Ma’s performances as Fen-Ma Liuming inves-
tigate ambiguities of sexual difference and gender identity”  by transforming his own body as man86 -
ifestation of gender ambiguity.  
Absence of Body: Violence and Trauma 
 As Li Xinmo deals with violence towards women bodies by embodying physical violence in 
terms of performances, Shen implies violence with the absence of bodies in one of her earliest 
works — Snow Country  (fig. 6.1). It shows a black and white footage of snow scenes from various 
angels, and most scenes are static (shot in Norway and Sweden). At the same time, there is a voice-
over of narratives by Chinese comfort women (who were abused in the systematic sexual slavery 
structure imposed by the Japanese military), describing their experiences of sexual assaults by the 
Japanese during the Nanjing Massacre. In contrast, the title of the work Snow Country is a popular 
 Ibid, 30.84
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novel by the renowned Japanese writer Kawabata Yasunari, which tells a beautiful and poetic story 
of the relationships between a privileged man and two highly idealised women. Therefore, the vio-
lence is double fold in this moving image, one is the violence that led to traumatic experiences of 
women by Japanese in real life, the other is the violence to materialise women in Japanese fiction. 
In fact, “violence” is a term frequently mentioned by Shen Xin, and the corresponding high-fre-
quency vocabulary “materialised” could be understood as a common form of violence.”  Hence, in 87
this short video, Shen investigates body violation in two seemingly unrelated narratives, yet con-
nected through the absent women bodies. 
Queer Eye: Redefining Bodies 
 Shen’s The Gay Critic (fig. 6.2) brought forth a wide range of queerness and discusses their 
potentials in trespassing. It examines close relationships of working-class men in Chengdu with a 
queer eye, scenes of men gathering in public spaces in Portugal and associates queer protagonists 
with violent and sexual images of animals. The character “Oliver” (created by using a Japanese 
voice synthesizer software vocaloid) delivers the singing of the novel The Temple of the Golden 
Pavilion (1956) offscreen. Oliver’s voice produces subtle homoerotic effects along with queer im-
agery of the construction workers’ intimate interactions during lunch break gazed upon using a 
handheld camera . This novel was written by Yukio Mishimarare, a rare author who is both 88
rightwing and gay. This post-war novel describes the almost psychopathic attitude of a young man 
towards beauty, destruction, eternal life and death. Thus, there is an undercurrent of desires as well 
as violence following the excerpt of “Kinkakuji”. Moreover, the novel itself is a translation of a sto-
 Gu Ling, “Zai bu zai jia, haishi shen shou yi chu” 在不在家，还是⾝⾸异处 (At home or not, body and 87
brain situate differently), Surplus Space, 2016, accessed November 10, 2019, http://www.surplusspace.cn/en/
category/articles/.
 Chen Xian, “Shen Xin: zaijia” 沈莘：在家 (Shen Xin: At Home), ArtForum, 2016, accessed November 88
10, 2019, http://www.surplusspace.cn/en/category/articles/.
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ry of a buddhist priest in reality into a fictional one. It was a priest who based in a Zen Buddhist 
temple in Kyoto named Kinkaku-JI, which burned to ashes in 1950. Shen creates further transla-
tions into English using Oliver’s voice and queer imagery as visual text . In this way, Shen creates 89
new and intricate spaces in between two historical languages, “hops into the spacy emptiness be-
tween two named historical languages” . Hence, bodies representations in this video become agen90 -
cies for deconstructing complex relationships that interweave layers of identities, meanings, desires, 
literacy, and charged politics.  
 The issue of gender is definitely at stake here, yet gender plays a drastically different role in 
Shen’s work compared to artworks of Xiao Lu and Xiang Jing. If Xiang Jing’s works could be said 
to be establishing a new aesthetics for women’s bodies, The Gay Critic by Shen constructs a sys-
tematic “queer aesthetics” with numerous images, literary sources and sounds . She especially 91
talks about “the vulnerabilities of unresolved feminist issues”  even though feminists and gender 92
equality movement have achieved the change in the standard attitudes towards the other. “Thus, this 
fragility which lacks discussion in the public domain could derive a shared way of understanding 
through engaging the issues of class, the historical development of left and right wings, and the lit-
erary self-mapping language.”  In other words, instead of stressing vulnerabilities, Shen creates a 93
unique approach to navigate the issue of gender in a complex and intricate web of relations. Her 
artwork is almost identical to an essay that complicates rather than simplifies the issue, in which she 
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assembles seemingly conflicting and unrelated visual as well as sound materials into sequential 
space of the moving image. This unique feature of Shen’s work could be addressed as “Forms Es-
cape”, in which “symbols have become liquid, just as identity is” , flowing freely in the context 94
Shen’s draws us in. Hence, the audience could step into Shen’s work any moment, owing to the free 
navigation granted by the editing of the film. 
Queer Body In The Power Structures 
 Unlike the heteronormative narrative in previous chapters, Shen’s Strongholds (fig. 6.3) in-
vestigates the immigration of Tibetan Buddhism to other countries and the buddhists’ reactions to 
“the other” - two lesbian protagonists. This film presents a seemingly romantic narrative between a 
lesbian couple who decides to travel to rural Scotland where the largest Tibetan Buddhist temple in 
Europe locates. This film is a combination of script and documentary: the two protagonists collabo-
rate on a dance performance in the courtyard and interactive with buddhists in the temple.  
 Nonetheless, their disparate racial identities initiate conflicts between them. As Shen ex-
plains, “it actually talks about racism, how they are not understood by each other because of racial 
issues.”  This also relates to Shen’s aware of the European context and the power of discourse 95
when it comes to addressing these issues of race and gender. Correspondingly, Shen criticises white 
suprematist feminism such as “a group of white female artists who advocate post-network femi-
nism; their works generally describe the network’s reflectivity of female body, and take materializa-
tion as a subversive behavior, thus ignoring that the bodies of many groups are outside the network, 
 Wang Yitong, “China or Post-China?” Ran Dian, no.3 (2016 Spring), http://www.randian-online.com/94
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technology, and are still being materialized.”  In other words, concepts as these should not be as96 -
sumed to be universally applicable. This results a homogenisation of class, race, religion, cultural 
and historical specificities of women, creating a false sense of commonality of oppressions, inter-
ests and struggles between and among women globally. As Mohanty long stated in 1984: “Beyond 
sisterhood, there is still racism, colonialism and imperialism!” . This criticism of the paradigms of 97
Western academic discourses remains radical in the West today. 
 Likewise, Shen investigates Buddhism in this work. According to Shen: “I’m interested in 
Buddhism as a dot in the circulation, what lines are drawn from this dot and how are they dis-
tributed.”  While Buddhist institutions advertise to solve mass sufferings as exemption from the 98
social power structure, Shen highly doubts its validity to contemporary life and its authenticity. “In 
general, I do not believe that any structural system is exempt from social constructs, so I'm particu-
larly suspicious of this exemption, especially when it becomes apparent when a religious practice 
that is fetishized migrates to the locations where it produces more fetish which harbors potential 
abuse - Buddhism in Europe.”  Shen furthers investigates its potential to abuse and the invalidity to 99
contemporary life in Forms Escape: Prelude (fig. 6.4) by an open-call of buddhist speakers to give 
talks on three sufferings: appropriation, materilization, exploitation. In this work, she juxtaposes the 
speeches with videos found online to demonstrate the implacability of Buddhism as saver for con-
temporary issues. In many ways, the title of the work is instructive: a stronghold alludes at once to 
the shelter of fortification and the actively strenuous force of holding on . The layers of identities 100
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in the film constitute a complex web of social and power structure, indicating there will not be one 
simple solution. The issue of race, gender as well as religion are interconnected, caught in this com-
plex web of relations. 
  
 Shen’s role in her artwork is more like a researcher and writer. As stated by Shen, “I re-
search on things I think that are relatable, like researching a web of relations, see how it is pro-
duced, derived and pull dots in the web out to see their constructive relations to other webs.” Con-
tinuing, she explains: “there is certain subjectivity and choices made, but these texts and subjects 
have already came into existence, therefore it is a more complex, complicated and pressured way of 
creating, which means a large input of books and films are necessary.”  Hence, she incorporates 101
issue of gender — feminist studies and queer studies into a new systematic discussion, a complex 
power structure. Her political stance on feminism is also complicated because of her thoughts on 
interrelations of power structure. For example, she would argue that although the directors and cu-
rators in art institutions abroad are female, yet it does not change the fact that artists of colour are 
less represented or the isolated groups women from other geographies and cultures when discussing 
feminism (she lists a example of white feminists group who advocates post-internet feminism that 
describe the materialisation of female body on the internet and ignores many groups outside of the 
internet and technology are still being materialised) . This corresponds with the theory of intersec102 -
tionality, proposing the idea that all forms of discrimination exist and women in cross-sections are 
in the most powerless positions. As articulated by Bell Hooks, who points out the mariginalized po-
sitions of black women in America,  
“Let’s face it – despite the reality of racist oppression, there are other ways that we as black 
people are victimized in American society. And it is just as important that we be aware of 
 Gu Ling, “At home or not,” 2016.101
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other oppressive forces like sexism, capitalism, narcissism, etc., that threaten our human 
liberation. It is no way diminishes our concern about racist oppression for us to acknowl-
edge that our human experience is so complex that we cannot understand it if we only un-
derstood racism.”  103
Therefore, for Shen, the issue of gender is inseparable from the issue of class, race and many others.  
 In addition, Shen’s Provocation of the Nightingale (fig. 6.5), a two-channel video installa-
tion that eschews narrative, also exhibits constituent parts focusing on issue of gender, race, and 
capitalism with subtle connections. One footage shows an empty auditorium with background track 
plays interviews of people who have taken DNA tests, recounting discoveries of previously un-
known ancestry or revealing susceptibility to disease. In this process of rediscovering and recon-
structing identities, preoccupations, biases and racism were unconsciously yet completely exposed. 
Another footage is an intimate dialogue between two women on a vast and empty soundstage, be-
tween whom the physical attraction is perceivable. Their relations are further complexed when the 
viewer realizes that the student had a love affair with someone else, yet their conversation remains 
flirtatious as one is attempting to please the other. One is a meditation teacher while the other used 
to be her student in her meditation class, also a manage of a DNA testing service. “The mediation 
teacher’s ethical critique of DNA testing and its potential for exploitation rings true in the agitated 
voices of some speakers, as does the apparent inadequacy of forming identity around a single 
trait.”  In other words, intricate systems are interrelated by personal attachments and social con104 -
structs. In Shen’s work, these intricacies and the effects of the power networks are emphasized, 
 Bell Hooks, “The Imperialism of Patriarchy,” in Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism (Cam103 -
bridge, MA: South End Press, 1981): 115-116.
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forming the basis of her analysis of these two women who are situated at the centre of a hegemonic 
and exploitative world market.  
 As Shen concludes that: “gender cannot be discussed along, because it is interwoven with 
many other issues, historical, structural, systematic control in the practical and the verbal power are 
completely entangled together.”  Therefore, using women bodies as dots, or starting points, Shen 105
manages to discuss the intricate web of social relations and revealing a larger power structure that 
systematic produces the pain and sufferings of the marginalized groups. Does Shen challenge these 
power structures? It could be argued that only through exploring these various issues and the intri-
cacies that effective political action and challenges can be devised. In this sense, Shen is very radi-
cal in thoughts and practice.  
 Sang Tian, Shen Xin and etc.,“Xingbie mafan: shen ti zheng zhi zhi hou ruhe zai yishu die nei wai tanlun 105
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Conclusion 
 Artists like Xiao Lu and Li Xinmo, who deem themselves as feminists, embody women’s 
sufferings and pains in the form of performance and activist art. Yet, their practices could be said to 
exhibit heteronormativity, and the discourse mainly revolve around the oppressor and the op-
pressed, as well as the powerful and the weak. In other words, these sets of binary constitute their 
practices and theories, which could be problematic in its exclusion of other sexual minority groups 
and more complex power constructions. Lin Tianmiao creates works of art that empowers ‘the fem-
inine’, yet gender essentialism still penetrates her artworks from early series to latest ones. Lin 
Tianmiao could be argued to have appropriated feminist motifs with no further discussing the issue 
of feminism and denying any relations to it. This reveals Lin and artists alike largely lack criticism 
towards patriarchic society and culture. Likewise, Xiang Jing refuses to be defined as a feminist, yet 
out of distinctively different reasons. Xiang’s world of women nude sculptures reclaim women sub-
jectivity: women bodies are no longer objectified and exist for the purpose of the male gaze, but 
expressing human and existential contemplations. Xiang could be argued to have rejected the label 
due to its stigmatization, ineffectiveness, and complexities in both the context of China and its orig-
inal context.  
 In the last chapter, the tension between “men” and “women”, “masculinity” and “feminini-
ty” dissolve in the artworks of Ma Liuming and Shen Xin in their employment the queer body/ 
identity/perspective as an effective alternative. Ma’s performances embody the queer body, while 
Shen’s structural film essay investigates the entangled issues of gender, class and race. Queer per-
spective is deemed as a subversive potential, a alternative that de-idealises “certain expressions of 
gender that produce new forms of hierarchy and exclusion” and thus, opening up “the field of pos-
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sibility for gender without dictating which kinds of possibilities ought to be realised.”  In other 106
words, with references to post-colonial and post-structuralist discourses, their works of art con-
tribute to the deconstruction of already existed cultural, social and political power structure. Hence, 
if not too optimistic, it could be argued that Chinese contemporary art is moving forward from het-
eronormativity to a more fluid queerness, resolving the current crisis of identitarian politics mani-
fested in the antagonistic dichotomy.  
 Judith Butler, preface to Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 106
1990): x.
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